Stricter regulations in farming, trade, and the consumption of wildlife in China are needed to avoid any future outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). Such was the conclusion of experts at the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), WHO, and the Chinese government commissioned to review available evidence on the role of animals in the origin and spread of SARS.

WHO\'s Pierre Formenty, who led the team, said: "It will most likely take researchers years to identify the origin of SARS ... but right now we need to have measures in place to improve hygienic conditions in farms". China commercially farms many wildlife species including civets, a species suspected to have been the source of the virus. "However, \[China\'s\] wildlife farming is subject to less regulation from a food safety perspective than livestock species", cautions Laurie Gleeson, an FAO consultant (Australian Animal Health Laboratory, Victoria, Australia). "It would seem wise to subject the production and sale of the animals to some sort of health scrutiny." The experts also called for "serological monitoring of SARS coronavirus" in animals and people, and studies on SARS index cases. However, the problem is compounded by a lack of diagnostic test for antibodies in several animal species.

According to FAO, SARS in people is in no way associated with contact with livestock species. For example, pigs and chickens are the principal livestock species in China but researchers from Canada and the USA have shown that the SARS virus does not replicate to any significant degree in either species.

Only 3 days later, Yi Guan and colleagues (University of Hong Kong, China) reported they had sequenced a coronavirus isolated from two palm civets on sale in China\'s Guangdong region (Science 2003; published online September 4, [DOI: 10.1126/science.1087139](10.1126/science.1087139)). The new virus is genetically distinct from five known coronaviruses responsible for SARS in people. This finding, the authors say, "makes it highly unlikely that the isolation of SCoV-like viruses in these wild animals is due to the transmission of SCoV from humans to animals". The detection of the new virus "indicates a route of interspecies transmission, although the natural reservoir is not known", they concluded.

Gleeson recommends improved surveillance of animal populations at high risk of exposure to the SARS virus.
